Introduction
For this purpose, I take 'traditional knowledge' to mean the body of knowledge, science and techniques used by rural people, and the term 'modern knowledge' to mean the body of knowledge, science and techniques arising essentially from the European scientific revolution of the 17th century.1 Traditional knowledge and modern knowledge are not at either end of a continuum of usefulness or scientificness; traditional knowledge today includes many modern notions and is based in part on scientific methods, while modern knowledge is in several important respects functionally inferior to traditional knowledge. Both types of knowledge grow and change, although modern knowledge changes much faster than traditional knowledge.
There are important differences between the two types of knowledge, although they are not easy to locate unambiguously; this is probably because we still know too little about traditional knowledge to define its scope and content accurately. But in addition to the other ways of classifying knowledge it may be useful to think of a threefold division of the uses to which knowledge is put: knowledge as a means of classification; knowledge as a means of explanation and prediction; and knowledge as a means of setting in motion rapid and cumulative change. There is abundant evidence in most rural societies that the first type of knowledge is well developed, and may be superior, in a functional sense, for example to the Linnean system of classification. There is some sign that the second category of use of knowledge may be found in a rudimentary way, but it does not seem to be well developed.
The third category, fundamental to modern science since Francis Bacon and Descartes, does not appear to be found at all in the societies with which we are concerned.
I The term indigenous knowledge, in the sense presumably of the knowledge of indigenous peoples, seems inappropriate, since it raises the question of who are indigenous people and whether their indigenousness is relevant in this context. lt should also be noted that the kind of traditional knowledge discussed here is not of course restricted to rural people.
Growth and change in traditional knowledge
There is no reason to suppose that a part of traditional knowledge is created or acquired in any way differently from modern knowledge. There is a conflict. Modern knowledge is an instrument of power belonging to the technician or expert who controls the knowledge and has a monopoly of it in particular rural settings. The superiority of government agents and outside experts depends on their stock of modern knowledge. Modern government structures and rural development projects emphasise the government agent's knowledge and capability, and in so doing devalue rural peoples' knowledge and capability and their responsibility for their own environment; the way most rural development is planned and carried out denies any value to traditional technology and denies any creativity to rural people. (It also discourages the technician himself from creative thinking about specific problems; experts and technicians talk about innovation, but in many respects are very conservative, and merely repeat, in a wide variety of circumstances, the same technical solutions.) But because modern knowledge and technology is what distinguishes the government expert from rural people, and is the basis for the former's ostensible superiority, it is probably an illusion to think that it is enough merely to make a good case for the rationality of traditional knowledge for it to be revalued in the eyes of government agents and other rural development actors.
A possible future relationship between traditional and modern knowledge
The justification for revaluing and using traditional knowledge does not depend on an assumption that such knowledge is superior to modern knowledge. It is simply that rural people know useful things other people do not, that they are more likely successfully to work a new technology or rural development strategy they themselves have had a hand in devising, and that they have a good moral claim to participate in deciding their own future on the basis of their own experience.
Most of the discussion on this subject concerns how we can learn and use the traditional knowledge of rural people. While this is a useful step forward from the position that only modern knowledge has any validity or use, it still reserves the main action role in rural development for ourselves. It is assimilating traditional knowledge into modern knowledge in order to make the latter more efficient, rather than making a real synthesis of the two at the level of rural society. A more difficult task, necessary to real progress, is to transfer the power of action back to rural people, and to equip them with an adequate understanding of what modern knowledge and technology have to offer in this respect, without merely replacing all that is useful in their traditional knowledge by our modern knowledge.
The objective should be to reduce to the unavoidable minimum that part of rural research and planning, which takes place away from the countryside and outside the control of the rural people themselves. This does not mean full-scale rural Luddism. It means that the best future course of action is likely to be an eclectic combination of old and new knowledge, in a mixture made and controlled as far as possible by the rural people themselves. This is likely to be best accomplished by creating the conditions in which traditional rural knowledge can change from being mainly a system of classification to being also a means for setting in motion cumulative change.
A difficult task is that of how to make rural people realistically aware of the array of modern ideas and techniques available, without devaluing traditional knowledge and techniques. The problem arises both from rural ignorance of modern knowledge, and also at times from the assumption by rural people that the resources of modern science are limitless. participation would probably be made easier by policies of national or regional self-reliance, and by policies specifically designed to counteract rural marginalisation and dependence. (This is a two-way process: revaluing and using local knowledge will itself help counteract marginalisation, but it will certainly need help from other government policies, for example in pricing or land tenure.)
The next step in using traditional knowledge and technology is to devise institutions to allow rural people to help create their own economic development strategies and their own new technologies, and to devise national economic and political policies which will make such institutions work.
